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Every day, Americans living in communities large and small are faced with 
opportunities to voluntarily perform acts of public service.  From relatively minor 
gestures to more significant risks to personal safety, from holding an elevator door to 
pushing a pedestrian out of the path of a moving bus, people are frequently presented 
with chances to help others.  The tragic September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade 
Center (WTC) were a unique occurrence that provided thousands of skilled adults with 
opportunities to engage in voluntary public service.  Recent efforts by the Fire 
Department of the City of New York (FDNY) to track the volunteer response among 
former FDNY members present a rare opportunity to study these public service behaviors 
in a well-defined context.   
 Modern American public service exists in many forms.  While more Americans 
engage in public service through monetary donations than any other type of giving
 
(Independent Sector, 2001), this analysis is concerned solely with direct public service 
actions.  These can range from the single deed of a good Samaritan to the long-term 
commitment of a life-long volunteer.   
 The percentage of American adults who volunteered their time to nonprofit 
organizations had declined to just over 26% in 2007, still representing more than sixty 
million people (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008).  A sample of fewer than 5,000 
people from years earlier reported that ―Forty-four percent of adults over the age of 21 
volunteered with a formal organization in 2000. Of these formal volunteers, 63 percent 
reported they volunteered on a regular basis, monthly or more often‖ (Independent 
Sector, 2001).  Tens of millions of adults donate their time to others every year without 
the expectation of monetary compensation.  Why, exactly, do they make this voluntary 
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choice?  Data collected on large scales are available to answer questions regarding the 
numbers of volunteers in the US, but much less information has been gathered in 
attempts to identify the precise reasons for this behavior.   
 To date, different approaches to this question of why people volunteer to help 
others have yielded different findings.  One study of regular volunteers notes that ―Moral 
obligation consistently received the highest regression weight in determining volunteer 
motivation‖ and goes on to add that ―perceived behavioral control was also a significant 
component of volunteer intentions in all of the samples‖ (Harrison, 1995).  It proposes a 
set of questions potential volunteers ask themselves and whose answers guide future 
volunteering behavior: ―the specific motivation to take part in a volunteer setting flows 
from answers to four intrapersonal questions. The importance of the answers to each of 
these questions for one's volunteer motivation depends on one's past experience in 
volunteering. These four questions are as follows: (a) How much would I like or get out 
of attending volunteer work? (b) How strongly do I think that important other people 
expect me to attend volunteer work? (c) How likely is it that I can attend volunteer work? 
and (d) How clear is it that attending volunteer work is the right thing for me to do?‖ 
(Harrison, 1995).  These considerations touch upon internal motivation to perform a 
service, external motivation to perform a service, the practical feasibility of performing a 
service, and the ethics of performing a service.  The weight of each concern could 
potentially be different for various volunteer opportunities as some might be judged more 
rewarding or less convenient than others.   
 In addition to circumstance-specific concerns, studies suggest that some 
personality traits are more common among volunteers.  In one analysis, investigators 
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concluded that ―volunteers in the present study, more than the non-volunteers, were 
friendly people who enjoyed forming close attachments with others‖ (Elshaug & Metzer, 
2001).  Their results also ―suggest that the present volunteers experienced concern for the 
welfare of others and displayed attitudes of sympathy and empathy towards people in 
need‖ (Elshaug & Metzer, 2001).   
 Separate factors seem to influence people against volunteering.  While fewer 
formal studies have been focused on groups of non-volunteers, some findings are 
available.  A main factor associated with non-volunteers is a perceived lack of free time 
(Independent Sector, 2001).  Some known Social Psychology concepts have also been 
found to negatively impact decisions to perform acts of public service, including the 
diffusion of responsibility felt by many American adults. According to this principle, 
being in a setting with many other people makes individuals less sensitive to their 
responsibility and therefore less apt to help those around them (Dovidio et al, 2006).  In 
certain situations the bystander effect, the decision of people to not intervene on another’s 
behalf of others even if they report caring about what happens to him or her, has also 
been shown to decrease the likelihood that one person will come to another’s aid 
(Dovidio et al, 2006).  
The reasons to volunteer or not may be different among individuals, but some 
patterns of who chooses to volunteer emerge across studies of adults. Women are more 
likely to volunteer than men, and adults in the 35-55 age range are more likely to 
volunteer than older of younger groups (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008).  Among 
adults who donate blood, for example, an aging trend among volunteers is clear.  ―In 
recent years, donors from older age groups of 50 years or more increasingly contribute to 
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a larger proportion of the donor pool‖ (Zou et al, 2008).  Employment status is also 
associated with this behavior in that adults with part-time employment are more likely to 
volunteer than those will full-time or no employment (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2008).  It is also worth noting that, among a sample of fewer than 5,000 respondents in 
2001, ―fifty percent of all people were asked to volunteer. Individuals who were asked to 
volunteer were much more likely to volunteer (71%) than were those volunteers who had 
not been asked (29%)‖ (Independent Sector, 2001).   
Tendencies to volunteer are also stronger among adults who affiliate themselves 
with particular community groups.  For example, ―Volunteers were more likely than their 
non-volunteering counterparts to belong to a religious organization (75.6% vs. 58.0%)‖ 
(Independent Sector, 2001).  Findings that appeals for donating time are most effective in 
the workplace (Wirthlin Worldwide, 2001) and particularly powerful among males 
suggest that professional affiliations may impact volunteer behaviors.   
 
Firefighter Culture 
The professional culture of greatest concern to this analysis is that of firefighters 
working for the Fire Department of the City of New York (FDNY).  In standard 
communications at every level of the Department, from senior staff meetings to formal 
letters to casual water cooler chatter, firefighters are universally not referred to as 
employees.  Rather, they are considered to be members of FDNY.  Firefighters refer to 
their colleagues as ―brothers‖ and the population of current and former FDNY members 
as ―family.‖  For FDNY members, firefighting often becomes a part of their identity.  
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Transcripts of interviews reveal that, when asked their names, firefighters and fire 
officers frequently respond with three words: rank, first name, and last name.    
This inclusive, empowering, and identity-forming language pervades many 
aspects of the culture.  It also supports a set of core values on which FDNY membership 
is built.  ―Firefighters are an incredibly caring and hard-working group,‖ said Roy Lubit, 
M.D., who is a child and adult psychiatrist at St. Vincent’s and has counseled the 
firefighters. ―In addition to their regular work, they are often involved in community 
activities. If a fellow firefighter dies, it is not uncommon for the whole firehouse to care 
for the children of the fallen firefighter‖ (Kupersanin, 2002). 
In addition to influencing group identity, the core values of firefighting 
organizations also impact the places of individuals within those organizations.  ―Fire 
departments, and even individual fire companies, often have unique cultures arising from 
the particular nature of their work environment. While these cultures may vary somewhat 
in their specifics, a general set of values does exist within the municipal fire service as a 
whole. . . . The fire service culture typically emphasizes aggressiveness, an action, and 
the ability to overcome obstacles in the course of mission performance, while at the same 
time upholding a hierarchical organizational structure for fireground decision-making‖ 
(Thiel, 1999). 
Through standards of both organizational and individual performance among 
firefighters, the goal of public service endures as a constant mission in every professional 
setting.  ―Firefighters do their job in order to maintain internal congruence and because 
others expect them to act as their job requires.  In these cases, we see commitment 
CONFIDENTIAL 
Helping When Duty No Longer Calls  7 
directed toward the role—most notably, a job that entails responsibility to safeguard the 
welfare of others‖ (Lee and Olshfski, 2002).   
As para-military employment, the job of fighting fires in the City of New York 
carries with it simultaneous emphases on serving the public and on following orders.  
Members are expected to perform tasks as directed by their commanding officers.  ―This 
is perhaps related to the traditional emphasis on unity of command and span of control as 
the primary means of maintaining order on the fireground‖ (Thiel, 1999). 
This complex professional culture that creates a professional ―family‖ results in 
more complicated relationships between former firefighters and FDNY than most adults 
have with their recent employers.  Most FDNY members who separate from the 
Department do so by retiring.  ―Ordinary‖ retirement can occur after 20 or more years of 
service, and disability retirement can occur after an FDNY medical board determines that 
a member is permanently unable to return to full duty due to physical or mental health 
consequences of work.  Separation from the Department can also result from resignation 
or termination, but retirement is far more common.  After spending careers in an 
environment where action and assertiveness are valued and personal identity is 
inextricably linked with helping others, former members of FDNY can be left feeling 
adrift when their time as professional firefighters comes to an end.  For some former 
members, volunteer firefighting helps to address some of the anxieties caused by 
separation.  ―Volunteer firefighting provides the means to struggle against two forms of 
powerlessness which pervade contemporary capitalist society: the inability of individuals 
to significantly alter the state of the world around them and the inability to control their 
own productive activity‖ (Thompson, Bono, & Rybeck, 1993). 
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While there are few opportunities for volunteer firefighting within New York 
City, former FDNY members tend to remain closely tied to the ―family‖ throughout their 
lives.  Some of these affiliations are official—thousands of former firefighters and fire 
officers remain members of their professional unions (the Uniformed Firefighters’ 
Association and Uniformed Fire Officers’ Association, respectively) throughout their 
adult lives.  Many former FDNY employees also join more informal Retired Members’ 
Associations that provide them with easy access to established communities of aging 
former members.  These affiliations were tested and proven in September of 2001.   
 
Former FDNY Members and the World Trade Center 
On the morning of Tuesday, September 11, 2001, as soon they began hearing 
about the attacks on the World Trade Center, former FDNY members streamed into 
lower Manhattan.  Since they were not active employees, FDNY deployment grids did 
not record their presence.  However, anecdotal evidence and self-reports from former 
members consistently reveal that they came out in force to offer assistance in the WTC 
rescue and recovery work that began on September 11, 2001 and continued through July 
25, 2002 (when FDNY officially withdrew from the site).   
Testimonies from former FDNY members who went to volunteer at the WTC site 
on or soon after September 11, offered both formally and casually, often overflow with 
detail.  They will specify exactly where a member was when he heard about the attacks, 
what he was wearing when he got to the site, the way light reflected off a window (or 
noticeably did not reflect because the looming dust cloud shrouded lower Manhattan in a 
fog or darkness).  One question they almost never directly address, however, is why they 
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went to the WTC site in the first place.  Retired Firefighter Jimmy Boyle’s experience is 
typical of his peers.  ―The telephone rings, and a friend explains that there is a big job in 
the World Trade Center.  Jimmy knows he has to get down there‖ (Smith, 2003).  Some 
version of that story is pervasive among the accounts of former members.  In a situation 
where many adults might begin a complex personal calculus weighing potential risks 
(possible injury to self, loss of time with family, etc.) against potential benefits of 
participation (helping civilians to safety, preventing further harm to others, etc.), former 
FDNY members more frequently articulate a simpler decision-making process.  They 
may say that people were in trouble so they went to help, or that there was work to do so 
they showed up.  Why?  Because they are firefighters.  It is not what they do, it is who 
they are.   
This certainty of mission among former FDNY members may be particularly 
remarkable in that it comes with an unparalleled clarity of understanding the dangers that 
firefighters face in a major incident.  Firefighter Dennis Smith offered examples of some 
of the assessment questions that ran through his mind when he heard about planes hitting 
the World Trade Center.  ―I wonder about the conditions.  What is the heat like below the 
fire, going up to it?  Heat rises, but there is also radiated heat to consider.  How hot is it 
above?  Will men be able to do a search above the fire?  What is the integrity of the 
stairwells?  Can people get down from the floors above?  What is the strength of the 
ceilings and floors? . . . .Is there enough room to carry equipment like stretchers, hose, 
Stokes baskets, generators, ropes, and ladders up the stairwells while hordes are coming 
down?. . . .Is the standpipe system in working order?  Is there electricity?  Are there fail-
safe generators?  Are any of the elevators operable to at least get the hose and heavy 
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equipment up?  How will the wind affect the burning? Do we go in from the north side of 
the building or the south?  What is the possibility of an inverted burn, in which the fire 
travels downward in high-rise buildings?‖  (Smith, 2003). 
Even the most experienced firefighters, however, were unlikely to have been 
prepared for what awaited them at the WTC site.  The scale of this incident was 
unprecedented in the history of FDNY.  In studies of training effectiveness among 
emergency response personnel, the distinction between situations that are faced often and 
those that are encountered only rarely is significant.  ―Firefighters may possess the 
appropriate technical skills to perform their allocated disaster relief role, but differences 
between routine and disaster contexts. . .may render preparations less applicable, reduce 
perceived control, and increase vulnerability to emotional and psychological problems‖ 
(Paton, 1994).  Furthermore, in past samples of firefighters surveyed, critical incidents 
involving threats to their own or others’ safety were identified as the most stressful type 
of emergency response situations (Beaton, 1998).  While daily work as an active FDNY 
member involves facing unsafe situations on a regular basis, established protocols and 
personal protective equipment have minimized the danger of professional firefighting in 
the City of New York.  The WTC disaster, however, was far from a routine incident.   
343 active FDNY members died in the line of duty on September 11, 2001, more 
than on any other single day of the Department’s history.  In addition to this intrinsically 
tragic loss of life, the close-knit nature of the FDNY community made the fatalities 
particularly devastating.  Among thousands of members surveyed between October of 
2001 and October of 2002, 98% of respondents reported that they knew someone who 
died at WTC, and 68% of all respondents described an FDNY member lost at WTC as a 
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―close friend‖ (Kelly et al, 2007).  When alarms were sounded and calls for assistance 
were issued, this degree of damage could not have been anticipated.  Experienced EMS 
and Fire side personnel, however, do not approach disaster sites naively.   
Knowing that there would be great risk involved in coming to help, former FDNY 
members still rushed towards the World Trade Center without a second thought.  While 
this behavior was observed immediately, it took years for the extent of this volunteer 
effort to be grasped.  Only late in 2007 did FDNY begin a focused initiative to assess the 
numbers of former members who participated in WTC rescue and recovery work.  At that 
point, a grant from the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health had been 
funding medical monitoring for WTC responder at FDNY for more than three years.  
These monitoring exams were offered to current and former FDNY members who self-
reported that they had participated in WTC work (at locations including the Staten Island 
landfill, the temporary morgues established in lower Manhattan, the World’s Fair 
Grounds, and the World Trade Center site itself) on at least one day between September 
11, 2001 and July 25, 2002.   
 
Outreach to Former FDNY Members 
In order to assess the size of the population eligible for the WTC Medical 
Monitoring Program, FDNY contracted with Research Triangle Institute (RTI) to attempt 
to contact former members who separated from FDNY between 1997 and 2001, 
inclusive.  Department leadership determined that these were the years during which the 
largest group of volunteers had separated from FDNY.  Furthermore, the group of over 
3,000 members who separated during that time period represented a sample size for 
CONFIDENTIAL 
Helping When Duty No Longer Calls  12 
which focused outreach was feasible under the terms of the grant funding.  In 
consultation with RTI, an initiative was agreed upon that would include attempts to reach 
former members both by phone and by mail.  Up to 25 calls could be placed to each 
former member (starting with the phone number on record with FDNY, with tracing 
performed when this was incorrect).  In addition, up to two informational letters and a 
self-reply eligibility assessment postcard could be sent to each former member (starting 
with the address on record with FDNY, with tracing performed when mail to this address 
was returned to sender).  The eligibility determination initiative was to conclude by June 
30, 2008.   
In total, RTI attempted to contact 3,116 former FDNY members who separated 
from the Department between January 1, 1997 and September 10, 2001.  By the end of 
the initiative, based on information gathered by RTI, each former member had been 
placed into one of three categories: Volunteer (those who reported they had participated 
in WTC rescue and recovery work), Non-Volunteer (those who reported they had not 
participated in WTC rescue and recovery work), or Not Reached (those who RTI and 
FDNY were unable to contact).  The results of the outreach effort were then linked with 
information about each former member’s gender, employment group (firefighter, fire 
officer, EMS, EMS Officer), year of separation from FDNY, and age on September 11, 
2001.  The dataset was then completely anonymized and made available for analysis.  
The demographics of the former FDNY members in the sample are summarized below in 
Table 1.   
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Table 1 
Demographics 
 Number Percent Volunteers 
Non-
Volunteers 
Not 
Reached 
Total 3116 100%    
      
Gender      
Male 2872 92% 994 734 1144 
Female 244 8% 20 112 112 
      
Employment      
EMS 909 29% 122 424 363 
EMS Officer 63 2% 8 27 28 
Firefighter 1490 48% 591 307 592 
Fire Officer 631 20% 292 75 264 
Not Available (EMS) 23 1% 1 13 9 
      
Separation Year from FDNY      
1997 526 17% 153 148 225 
1998 466 15% 133 144 189 
1999 819 26% 251 204 364 
2000 809 26% 280 226 303 
2001 494 16% 197 122 175 
Not Available 2 0%    
      
Age at 9/11      
20-29 257 8% 44 110 103 
30-39 615 20% 106 282 227 
40-49 876 28% 386 224 266 
50-59 925 30% 355 160 410 
60-69 438 14% 122 68 248 
70+ 5 0% 1 2 2 
 
 In some ways, the sample of former FDNY members is similar to the population 
of Department members on active duty, but significantly different from the general 
population.  Most obviously, the sample is weighted dramatically towards males, with 
only 8% females.  It is also noteworthy that the age distribution among sample members 
is not comparable to the general population.  There are fewer former FDNY members 
under 30 (8%) and over 70 (less than 1%) than would be expected in a more broadly 
representative group of adults.     
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Factors Associated with Volunteering in Former FDNY Members 
 Among the sample of former FDNY members, some employment categories saw 
much higher percentages of volunteers than others.  Among EMS members who were 
successfully contacted, 22% volunteered in the WTC rescue and recovery effort.  In 
contrast, the comparable rate among firefighters was 50%.  However, looking only at 
those former members who were successfully contacted may bias results towards 
volunteers.  The outreach initiative was more likely to reach people who continued to 
provide FDNY with updated contact information even after separation from the 
Department.  These former members are also more likely to be in touch with segments of 
the FDNY community and have ongoing ties to active members.  The same connections 
that provide incentive for former members to keep their contact information updated with 
the Department could also increase their motivation to participate in WTC rescue and 
recovery efforts.   
 To remove this potential bias, the number of volunteers could alternately be 
calculated as a percentage of all former members, including those who were not 
successfully reached by the outreach initiative.  Among all former EMS members and 
EMS officers in the sample, 13% from each group volunteered in the rescue and recovery 
effort.  In contrast, the comparable rates among firefighters and fire officers were 40% 
and 46%, respectively.  These differences are statistically significant from the EMS side 
as compared to Fire side, as well as among each of the four individual categories 
(p<.0001).   
 There are many reasons why former Fire members of FDNY would be more 
likely to volunteer in the World Trade Center efforts than former EMS members.  Many 
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of these reflect the relationships each side has historically maintained with the 
Department.  In the City of New York, EMS members were employees of the Health and 
Hospitals Corporation until March 17, 1996 when the City’s Emergency Medical 
Services merged with FDNY.  At that time, until 2008, employees on the Fire side were 
classified as uniformed Department members while those in EMS were technically 
civilians.  The differences in compensation and benefits that characterized this 
discrepancy contributed to a perception that EMS members were second-class citizens at 
FDNY.  
 Senses of community are not fostered by the structure of EMS work as easily as 
they are on the Fire side.  EMTs and Paramedics report to an EMS station at the start of 
each shift, but generally spend the tour in an ambulance with one partner.  This does not 
provide the opportunities for casual group contact that are afforded by life in firehouses.  
EMS members, therefore, are not integrated as smoothly into the FDNY family as 
members on the Fire side.  Their connections to the Department are often not as strong as 
those developed by members in Fire, nor, then, is their perceived moral obligation to 
participate in community volunteer activities.   
 Beyond the differences among employment categories, length of time since 
separation from FDNY also emerged as a factor associated with the likelihood to 
volunteer at WTC.  Among all members who separated from the Department in 1997, 
including both those who were and were not successfully contacted by the outreach 
initiative, 29% reported that participated in WTC rescue and/or recovery.  This 
percentage grew noticeably leading up to the attacks of September 11 (Figure 1).  Among 
members who separated from the department between January 1 and September 10 of 
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2001, 40% responded to the WTC attacks.  The increases in these percentages of 
volunteers as year of separation approached the incident are, again, statistically 
significant (p<.0001).   
 
Figure 1 
Percent of Former FDNY Members 
Reporting They Volunteered at WTC
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Just as connections to the FDNY community may have been a stronger factor in 
motivating former Fire side members to volunteer than EMS, the immediacy of these 
connections may also have been larger influences on those who were recently on active 
duty.  Many who separated from the Department early in 2001 had been spending half of 
their lives in firehouses only a few short months before September 11.  Their active duty 
FDNY ―family‖ was deployed to WTC sites, and those family units continued to value 
―aggressiveness, an action, and the ability to overcome obstacles in the course of mission 
performance‖ (Thiel, 1999).  For those recently separated from the Department, an 
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enduring firefighter identity would be expected to inspire a moral obligation to help serve 
the public when extraordinary needs arose as they did on September 11, 2001.   
Another factor associated with participation in WTC rescue and/or recovery work 
among former FDNY members is age on September 11, 2001.  Unlike employment 
category and separation year, a member’s age has no clear relationship to personal 
connections with the Department community, and yet there are statistically significant 
differences in volunteering behaviors among members across age groups (p<.0001).   
Most FDNY members on the Fire side work for at least 20 years (in order to earn 
a more favorable post-retirement benefits package) before separating from the 
Department and turnover at FDNY is historically quite low.  As the minimum hiring age 
is 18, it follows that most members continue on active duty until at least age 38.  Those 
who separated from the Department in their 20s or early 30s, then, were on atypical 
employment paths.  Some may have suffered Line of Duty injuries that warranted 
disability retirement at a young age, some may have been terminated from duty, and 
some may have resigned for personal reasons such as family relocation outside the City 
of New York.  These circumstances could understandably contribute to a decreased 
likelihood of these younger former members participating in WTC rescue and/or 
recovery work for logistical reasons (such as physical illness or residency far from the 
incident site).  As Figure 2 shows, volunteer rates for former members ages 20-29 as of 
September 11, 2001 are among the lowest of the observed age ranges.   
On the opposite extreme of age ranges, it is clear that the oldest former FDNY 
members also did not participate in WTC rescue/recovery work as frequently as their 
middle-aged peers.  The number of former members age 70 or above was too small for 
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significant analysis as only five members fell into this category.  The volunteering rates 
for former members ages 60-69, however, were also significantly lower (28%) than those 
of the two ranges below.  While this difference may be related to decreased physical 
capacity due to advanced age, it should be noted that everyone in the sample had been an 
active duty FDNY member less than five years before September 11, 2001.  With limited 
exceptions (members on light duty or medical leave near the ends of their careers), work 
as a New York City firefighter or EMT is physically demanding.  All uniformed 
members have mandatory annual medical exams at the FDNY Bureau of Health Services 
to confirm their fitness for duty.  While age takes a toll on everyone, active duty FDNY 
members remain a generally physically able population.  And it should be noted that 123 
former FDNY members who were age 60 or above on September 11, 2001 chose to 
participate in WTC rescue and/or recovery work, suggesting that firefighter identities 
remain potent even in older members.   
 
Figure 2 
Percent of Former FDNY Members Reporting 
They Volunteered at WTC by Age
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 Without medical information about sample members, conclusions about the 
impact of physical health on volunteering behaviors in response to this incident are 
difficult to draw.  There is a clear trend, however, of former FDNY members in their 40s 
and 50s volunteering at WTC sites in greater numbers than their older and younger peers.   
 Among retired FDNY members, many demographic factors are associated with 
WTC volunteering behaviors.  Males, those who separated from the Department more 
recently, former members from the Fire side of FDNY, and former members ages 40-59 
were more likely than other groups to have been WTC responders than others.  Some of 
these differences among groups may have to do with the strength of members’ 
connections to the FDNY community and their physical capacities for demanding work.   
 
Factors Associated with Volunteering in Adults Overall 
 While there are lessons to be learned from considering differences among 
segments of the sample, it is crucial to also consider the group of former FDNY members 
as a whole.  A survey conducted less than a month after 9/11 among 1,009 American 
adults representative of the U.S. population found that, of the three kinds of donations 
studied (time, money, and blood), time was the least commonly reported (Wirthlin 
Worldwide, 2001).  Of those surveyed, 11% of adults reported having donated time to a 
WTC-related cause (the survey has a margin of error of ±3.1 percentage points at the 
95% confidence interval)
 
(Wirthlin Worldwide, 2001).  The entire U.S. population, 
however, is not comparable to the former FDNY member group in terms of geography.  
The vast majority of the FDNY sample members lived in New York State at the time of 
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the WTC attacks, which made opportunities to volunteer time more easily accessible to 
them.   
 Another sample of New Yorkers, however, is also available for contrast to the 
former FDNY members.  The World Trade Center Health Registry interviewed more 
than 14,000 individuals who were residents of lower Manhattan on September 11, 2001.  
Living in such close proximity to the World Trade Center site removes travel as a 
potential barrier to volunteering.  Other concerned adults elsewhere in the U.S. faced 
geographical and logistical obstacles to volunteering at the WTC that would not impact 
New Yorkers in the same way.  Furthermore, one could argue that residents living within 
a few miles of the World Trade Center site would be more motivated than most to 
volunteer with recovery efforts as they would feel more closely tied to the affected 
community.  However, among this sample, ―Nine percent of respondents reported 
involvement in rescue and recovery efforts‖ (Digrande et al, 2008).  In contrast, nearly a 
full one-third (32.5% overall) of the recent former FDNY member sample reported 
participation in WTC rescue and/or recovery efforts.   
This represents a dramatic, statistically significant (p<.0001) difference between 
the volunteering behaviors of lower Manhattan residents and of former FDNY members.  
While there are differences in the demographics of the two groups, the largest 
discrepancy has to do with the genders of sample members.  In the WTC Health Registry 
sample, 55.4% of respondents were female (Digrande et al, 2008) as opposed to only 8% 
in the FDNY sample.  In the most general studies, however, women report participation 
in volunteer work slightly more often (29%) than men do (23%) (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2008).  If anything, then, a group with more women, such as the WTC Health 
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Registry, would be biased towards a larger percentage of volunteers than one consisting 
primarily of men.  The data, however, reveal WTC volunteering rates three times greater 
in the predominantly male sample.   
 The data gathered in various large samples of U.S. residents in the years after 
September 11, 2001 reveal clear patterns in volunteering behavior among groups.  
Among adults overall, estimates of how many people participated in WTC rescue and 
recovery work hover near 10%.  In stark contrast, however, more than three times that 
percentage of recent former FDNY members (those who separated from the Department 
between 1997 and 2001) reported having done some WTC-related volunteer work in the 
year after September 11, 2001. 
 
Figure 3 
Percent of Former FDNY Members Reporting They Volunteered at 
WTC by Sample
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
W
T
C
 H
e
a
lt
h
R
e
g
is
tr
y
R
e
p
re
se
n
ta
tiv
e
o
f U
.S
.
P
o
p
u
la
ti
o
n
R
e
ce
n
t 
F
o
rm
e
r
F
D
N
Y
M
e
m
b
e
rs
M
a
le
 F
o
rm
e
r
F
D
N
Y
M
e
m
b
e
rs
2
0
0
1
 F
o
rm
e
r
F
D
N
Y
M
e
m
b
e
rs
F
o
rm
e
r 
F
D
N
Y
M
e
m
b
e
rs
 A
g
e
s
4
0
-5
9
F
o
rm
e
r 
F
D
N
Y
M
e
m
b
e
rs
 fr
o
m
th
e
 F
ir
e
 S
id
e
P
e
rc
e
n
t 
w
h
o
 V
o
lu
n
te
e
re
d
 
 
CONFIDENTIAL 
Helping When Duty No Longer Calls  22 
Among various groups and subgroups surveyed, former FDNY members reported 
rates of volunteering at WTC sites that were significantly higher than samples of the 
general population (see Figure 3).  As former professional public servants, members of 
firefighting and emergency medical services teams in New York came out in force to 
participate in rescue and recovery efforts after the attacks on the World Trade Center 
even though they no longer had an employment-based duty to respond.   
Every person who chose to volunteer at the WTC site made an individual decision 
to perform a public service.  No single analysis could attempt to define why all of those 
actions were taken.  In aggregate, however, patterns of behavior can be identified.  Adults 
in the U.S. who volunteer are more likely to enjoy forming close attachments with others 
and to concern themselves with others’ welfare.  These same values are characteristic of 
professional firefighter culture.  Volunteering to help others is a choice to support the 
needs of others, and emergency services personnel are professional public servants.  
While one might expect active firefighters and emergency medical technicians to help 
people in trouble, the current analysis suggests that this behavior has more to do with the 
individuals than with their jobs.  The value placed on protecting the welfare of others 
appears to evolve towards an ethic of volunteerism after they have been discharged from 
formal public service duties.   
Former FDNY members—adults who had no professional obligation to come to 
others’ aid—volunteered to participate in rescue and recovery efforts after the WTC 
disaster in rates more than three times higher than people in the general population.  
These men and women placed themselves in harm’s way by rushing to the sides of their 
former colleagues in spite of the known risks involved.  They may not have performed a 
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personal calculus of weighing the pros and cons of volunteering, but more than one 
thousand former FDNY members came to the same conclusion after the September 11, 
2001 attacks on the World Trade Center: I have to help.   
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